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Abstract:
The initial decision to pursue a product concept is the first in a long series of ethical 
judgements. That decision is particularly important and complex with low-quality products 
that often entail severe cost and time constraints. Towards solving the difficulties of low- 
quality products, this paper first defines "quality" as a term suitable for ethical inquiry. Then, 
through the assumption of reasonable product safety, ethical demands are drawn from the 
exchange of goods between company and consumer. These demands are encompassed by the 
Consumer-Oriented Process principle: "to place an increase in the consumer’s quality of life 
as the primary goal for producing products." After examining the ethical role of low-quality 
products, this principle is applied to the design process of low-quality products, particularly in 
the contrast between bottom-up and top-down engineering. According to the Consumer- 
Oriented Process principle, top-down engineering is more likely to result in beneficial low- 
quality products.
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1. Introduction
The decision to design and manufacture a product is the one of the most ethically 
meaningful judgements for a business. The processes and decision-making strategies used at 
this juncture directly determine the effect the product will have on its users. This is especially 
true of low-quality products, which are designed under serious cost and time constraints.
However, conventional business and engineering ethics often deal with products on an 
ideal level, where negligence or incompetence are the only barriers to creating perfect 
products. Any analysis on this foundation excludes many interesting aspects of low-quality 
products. In addition, when the special considerations of low-quality products are examined, 
the discussion is inevitably dominated by safety concerns. (Helms, 1992, 35-7)
The thorough discussion of safety is an important role of professional ethics, but as 
this paper demonstrates, there are other important factors facing low-quality producers. These 
subtle factors can be illustrated through the assumption that all products have a reasonable 
level of safety.
This paper uses this unique perspective to analyze low-quality products. First, quality 
is defined as an ethical concept and examined in business practice. After we interpret ethical 
theory from the narrow perspective of consumer-company relations, an imperative for product 
design becomes clear. This imperative leads to an ethical justification and limitation of low- 
quality products, and finally, recommendations for low-quality product design.
2. Quality
Every well-read manager has read dozens of books, pamphlets, and advertisements 
about quality. The business world is guided by strategies known as Total Quality 
Management, Quality Control, Quality Costs, and Quality Assurance. Quality is always 
associated with success in any form: Victorian noblemen were referred to simply as "Quality." 
The late 20th century is the Golden Age of quality in business, with every profession defining 
its trade by its commitment to quality and hoping to gain the success and respect associated 
with it.
2.1 Defining Quality
Despite quality’s immense popularity, it is redefined for every interest group’s needs, 
if ever defined at all. Marketing and manufacturing personnel may refer to quality as height- 
in-class or failures in parts per million. Business practice is the focus when quality is said to 
be productivity, profitability, or the blunt "quality is survival" of Theory Why. (Guaspari,
1986, 39) This internal focus, while valuable to managers, shifts the consumer to an indirect 
role in determining quality. The practical definition, "quality is conformance to requirements 
or specifications" (Mitra, 1993, 7) is more plain and general, but restricts quality to the jargon 
of experts. Most businesspeople, or at least those who write, prefer to say "I know it when I 
* see it," just as their clients do. (Guaspari, 1985, 28) This definition allows a muddled 
combination of indicators like reliability, profitability, and customer service to dominate the 
business literature. While shamelessly vague, this ideal provides business consultants and
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writers with a valuable vehicle to explain good management ideas. In a business writer’s 
hands, ’’quality" is an accessible and attractive synonym for "good" that also implies inevitable 
success. (Feigenbaum, 1990, 10)
However, debating about "good" in ethical terms is too ambitious; talking about a good 
product stalls at the complex reference to "good." While the business world can accommodate 
vague references by applying the "what-works" attitude, ethics demands rigorous definitions 
and a consistent argument. With quality’s present definition, it is, unfortunately, not a point of 
controversy. Who will speak against quality if it is synonymous with success?
If quality is referred to as a specific indicator, like rejected items per hour, then its 
narrowness renders it useless, a mere business parameter. The broad definition that is most 
appealing is "customer satisfaction," but quality is a unique concept, not a measure of opinion. 
The fact that most people prefer to leave it undefined just makes it much more interesting.
For quality to be a useful term in business and professional ethics, it must be a 
characteristic of a product that is comparable between products and directly related to 
decisions with ethical dimensions. The conventional definition of quality that closely matches 
this criterion is "height-in-class" or "consumer image." (Johnson, 1993, 3) However, this 
business term is too broad for ethics; it refers to the measured, or only approximated, opinions 
of industry peers, consumers, and other standard-makers.
A more applicable definition of quality would be "suitability to task." This definition is 
a trait of the product as a product, but takes into account that the "task" is defined by the 
product’s market. It is also similar to the broad definition used by quality control 
professionals: "Quality is fitness for use." (Mitra, 1993, 7) However, it is still unrefined and 
subject to wild interpretations. For example, those companies producing less suitable products 
could immediately turn this definition to their favor, stating that, for example, "Making a 
phone call from your car, at low cost, is the task for which our cellular phone is very well 
suited." If the "task" can be redefined to fit the niche of any given product, "quality" returns 
to its former status as a marketing tool.
The task-loophole is easily tightened by categorizing products by the basic needs they 
fill. The resulting definition is that "quality is the suitability of a particular product to its 
general purpose." Just as Motor Trend rates automobiles in a highly-defined class like "Mid- 
Size Truck," so we will judge each product against every other product designed for the same 
general purpose. "General purpose" does allow for some subjectivity; for example, the 
usefulness of features (like fuel efficiency) cannot be standardized. However, it also highlights 
the undeniable difference between goods that offer many features with high reliability and 
those goods that barely fulfill a need.
The general purpose criterion must be defined on an individual basis. The validity test 
of a task category is to examine all the alternatives a consumer might consider. For example, 
in 1900, mail, telegram, and telephone would fulfill the need for communication and could be 
compared for suitability to task. Today, the category would be far narrower; Sky Pagers and 
PDA’s provide instant mobile communication that cannot be compared with ground mail.
Once the need is satisfactorily defined, quality becomes a genuine differentiation between 
products.
Under this definition, quality is also a unique trait, independent from any other term 
used to quantify a product on ethical terms. In particular, cost is entirely distinct from quality.
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While in the business world, quality and cost are closely correlated, discussions of ethics 
demand that the two be separated for coherent arguments. Cost lies in the realm of trade and 
fair exchange, and issues like price-setting and availability dominate. In quality, the 
relationship between producer and consumer is less defined, and matters of trust and 
responsibility are far more important. While any real-world business decision depends on both 
cost and quality as parameters, the relationships and duties associated with each are widely 
separated.
2.2 Low-Quality in the "Real World"
Quality is obviously a desirable trait. In both the popular literature and the strict 
definition above, "high-quality" represents innovation, reliability, longevity, and customer 
satisfaction. Business writers are fond of "total-quality" approaches, insisting that every 
product and process approach flawless performance and complete fulfillment of potential. 
(Deming, 1982, 12) However, there are examples of successful, and well-respected, companies 
that ignore this otherwise overwhelming trend. From example, Timex watches are widely 
purchased and appreciated as a durable alternative to higher priced brands. Some low-quality 
approaches are less benevolent. Especially in underdeveloped countries, the forces of 
advertising and customer non-differentiation allow companies to cheat, selling low-quality 
products with high-end images. (Esfahani, 1991, 3-19)
To develop a useful definition of quality, we emphasized that cost is an entirely 
separate attribute from quality. In practice, though, cost and quality are highly correlated, and 
the primary advantage of low quality is its lower cost. This relationship will form the basis 
for the practical analysis of why low-quality goods are produced.
2.3 Why Consumers Demand Low-Quality
Joe Shopper, a typical consumer, goes to an electronics mass-merchandiser and 
examines a wall of car stereos. The models range widely in price and quality, but Joe leaves 
with an inexpensive stereo of obviously low-quality. Why?
The most common reason is that Joe has a limited amount of money that he can spend 
on the stereo. A car stereo is a luxury item, and few ordinary consumers can afford to buy 
exclusively high-quality products. Low-quality products offer Joe availability; that is, he can 
enjoy music in his car despite his frugality. While the stereo may work for only a short time, 
and produce poor sound during that time, Joe’s quality of life will undoubtedly improve as his 
daily drive to work becomes less tedious.
The ACM code of ethics, as well as others, demands that every engineer create only 
high-quality products. (Anderson, 1993, 98) If this imperative were carried out literally, only 
those with the means or desire for extreme luxury could enjoy common conveniences. Joe 
Shopper, and many others, would do without the pleasure they could otherwise attain; to 
supply only high-quality products would be a mistake. If a company offers an entire line of 
goods, it helps consumers, as well as itself, by offering a gradient of quality to fit widely
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varying consumer budgets. Restricting quality choices, to either low- or high-quality, excludes 
some important part of the market for many products.
Thrifty consumers are not the only purchaser of low-quality goods. Joe may plan to 
buy a new car in the near future. Purchasing an inexpensive radio for his present car can be 
justified by the low cost. Had the car stereo been expensive, the purchase would be 
impractical. This example demonstrates another advantage of low-quality products, 
disposability. Buying products for short-term use may be a wasteful practice, but it remains a 
significant motivation for purchasing low-quality products.
While Joe’s short-term purchase of expensive electronics may be unwise, there are far 
more justifiable purposes, particularly in new kinds of products. For plug-in room deodorizers, 
disposability may actually prevent waste. The most expensive fresheners offer variable scent 
and larger capacity, which are desirable features. However, to Joe Shopper, this new product 
concept is a risk, so he invests a small amount of money in a low-end plug-in. This low-cost 
test of a new product allows Joe to decide whether purchasing the high-quality version is 
sensible. The disposability of low-quality products can help consumers evaluate the quality of 
an entire line of goods or the viability of new technology.
Regardless of economic concerns, low-quality products may simply be better-suited to 
special cases of consumer need. Consumers can be astonishingly versatile in their use of 
generic designs and some companies are particularly proud of these adaptations. The low cost 
of their products encourages consumers to experiment and find alternative uses. For example, 
Lysol is a general-use disinfectant, and sits near the bottom of its class in each of its uses, 
with far better deodorizers, cleaners, and disinfectants on the market. However, their recent 
marketing drive ("Lysol Use #439") calls attention to the Lysol’s versatility, not its quality, or 
suitability to a particular task. Similarly, WD-40 is legendary for the bizarre applications that 
consumers have discovered, even though bicycle and home-repair experts find other lubricants 
more effective. The applicability of these products justifies their lower quality.
The garage or closet of every consumer is testament to the advantage of low-quality 
goods. The product examples given above are undoubtedly low-quality for their suitability to 
a general task, but their success gives some indication of their capacity for benefit.
2.4 Why Companies Produce Low-Quality Goods
Naturally, companies produce low-quality goods to fill the needs explained above, 
because any unsaturated market is a potential fortune. In the capitalist system, the profit 
earned from filling customer needs is the primary reason that low-quality goods are produced. 
(Buchanan, 1985, 54) This amoral motivation appears to automatically condemn any 
profitable company, but that conclusion is grossly simplistic. Also, we do not seek to critique 
capitalism as a system. To avoid this disruptive problem, we will assume reasonably ethical 
producers, who respect moral issues.
Even if companies sell low-quality goods for the sole reason of profit, that profit is 
usually directed toward further development. Low-quality goods can be revenue sources for 
other areas. In addition, for a small initial investment, a company can expand its opportunities 
to attract consumers; filling the cost-spectrum of a product line gives companies marketing
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advantages like name-recognition, brand loyalty, and an imposing presence for comparison 
shopping.
3. Corporate Responsibility
Although companies may pursue opportunities for the primary purpose of profit, 
ethicists have reached a consensus, with some exceptions (Ladd, 1991, 35), that corporations 
are moral agents and should behave according to rules of conduct similar to those of human 
agents. The attachment of responsibility to business practices is representative of the 
importance of non-financial matters in law and culture as well as in philosophy. Some 
businesses, like Ben and Jerry’s, are more respected for their ethical attitude than for their 
earnings or even their products. Others are criticized, or even boycotted, because of their 
refusal to take responsibilities the public deems necessary.
Corporations have moral duties on a broad scale; their responsibilities are 
commensurate with their extensive power. A massive factory might destroy wetlands, a 
purchasing policy could exclude minority-owned businesses, and cost-pressured engineers 
might produce dangerous products. These cases illustrate the difference in scale between 
personal and corporate ethics. While energy-conservation may be ethically optional for an 
individual, the impact of waste in a large corporation morally demands conservation 
programs.
However, many moral responsibilities are not directly involved in the consumer- 
company relationship. Issues like charity and the environment are peripheral to the exchange 
of goods between consumer and producer, the focus of this paper, so these separate ethical 
issues will be ignored. One ethical issue cannot be so casually dismissed: assuring the safety 
of a product is the corporation’s primary ethical responsibility. While safety deserves the 
thorough treatment it has been given by other scholars, we will completely ignore any safety 
issues in this paper to more fully examine the subtle details of the company-consumer 
exchange. Low-quality goods are subject to the most attention over safety issues, and this 
singlemindedness obscures some of the more interesting ethical dimensions of producing and 
designing low-quality products. (Flores, 1988, 12) For the remainder of this discussion, the 
acceptable safety of all products will be assumed.
Thus far, corporate responsibility has been discussed in general and then narrowed to 
the exchange of goods between consumer and company. Extraneous issues like environmental 
care and safety have been discarded. The analysis is ready to begin. This paper will use three 
levels of evaluation of the exchange of goods, in order to fully investigate the ethical 
dimensions of the trade and how they apply to low-quality goods. The first restriction on 
company practice is the law. The next standard of responsibility is the implied social contract 
that is established when a corporation comes into existence. Finally, the most abstract and 
expansive model for corporate responsibility is that of the social caretaker. These three 
viewpoints combine to synthesize a coherent view of corporate accountability.
In addition, the method of practical analysis of ethics, introduced by Cavanaugh, 
Velasquez, and Moberg, will be used throughout the discussion. This method applies the three 
major ethical theories of utilitarianism, rights, and justice to any ethical problem in order to 
fully understand the consequences of an action or doctrine. As a feature of applied ethics, the
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"URJ" method includes most theoretical schools of thought with as little conflict as possible, 
and when conflict does occur, takes the conservative approach of assuring that each theory 
approves of the action in question. (Cavanaugh, 1981, 363-8) This normative approach is 
eases the historically difficult transition from theory to practice. While it would rarely satisfy 
a rabid supporter of a particular theory, it gracefully handles the need to specify ethical 
behavior in the real world.
3.1 The Law
American law is primarily concerned with physical harm due to unsafe products, a 
case which was just specifically discarded for this analysis. However, a branch of contract 
law, called law of warranty, deals with the explicit and implied promises made by a supplier 
to a customer. There are two levels of warranty, each describing a duty for the supplier. First 
is express warranty, which demands that suppliers fulfill explicit claims made about the 
product. The implied warranty of merchantability and the implied warranty of fitness for a 
particular purpose both impose a level of useability upon any product sold. (Roszkowski, 
1995, 20-7)
The Uniform Commercial Code (UCC), accepted by 49 states, describes in detail the 
duties of suppliers to their customers. It specifies that any merchant who does not specifically 
exclude implied warranty must be sure that goods:
"are fit for ordinary purposes for which such goods are used...are 
adequately contained, packaged, and labeled...[and] conform to 
the promises of affirmations of fact made on the container."
(Roszkowski, 1995, 20-8)
In addition, the warranty of fitness for a particular purpose arises "where the seller...has 
reason to know any particular purpose for which the goods are required and that the buyer is 
relying of the seller’s skill or judgement." (Roszkowski, 1995, 20-8)
In summary, American law gives suppliers the duty to provide a product that fulfills 
any explicit claims and any other reasonable claims about the product’s type in general. 
Basically, the law protects customers from obvious deceit, in writing, by agreement, or in 
spirit.
3.2 Social Contract
Thinkers like Rousseau and Rawls, have expanded social contract theory from its 
initial political basis into a consistent ethical doctrine that includes business practice. 
Originally, social contract theory explained the power of Louis XVII in terms of his vassals; 
now, it holds Dow Chemical liable for extensive product testing. The most basic explanation 
of this versatile theory is that persons, or entities, cooperate for their mutual gain on the basis 
of an implied contract, and this contract imposes duties on both parties.
3.2.1 The Actual Contract
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The most enforceable social contract of a corporation is its charter. A charter is a legal 
document, but it is also a symbol of society’s permission for the corporation to exist in order 
to further the progress of the society. At its conception, the corporation agrees to follow the 
society’s explicit laws, as well as the unwritten rules of cultural custom, fair play in 
competition, and respect for other social entities. Most important, the competition agrees to 
follow the ethical norms of the society. At one time, the prevailing attitude toward business 
ignored most ethical restraints under the doctrine that if the economy does well, so does 
society. That age-old belief has lost favor recently, since problems like pollution and unsafe 
products are often blamed on unsupervised profiteers. As laws and attitudes respond to this 
trend, corporations will need to adjust to society’s changing demands for accountability.
For this paper, the specific contract under scrutiny is made when a consumer and 
producer agree to trade goods in order to enhance the existence of both parties. This 
microscopic perspective eases the analysis of the duties between a company and its individual 
consumer or consumers as a group.
The consumer’s responsibility is simple and easily fulfilled. Companies have the well- 
defined and carefully measured need for money. In today’s economy, the company usually 
sets the selling price, which is determined by how much money the company needs to 
survive. The consumer has no problem fulfilling his or her responsibility and enhancing the 
existence of the company. If the bill is paid, the consumer is finished with all legal and social 
contracts. Barring unusual exceptions like fraud and counterfeit, we need not be concerned 
with the consumer’s ethical responsibility to the company.
3.2.2 The Company’s Duty
The company’s role is far more complicated. Assuming the consumer is a sentient 
member of society, his or her needs are complex and not easily attended to. Companies offer 
products to fulfill a specific need, but even within those products’ tightly defined intentions, 
consumers still have widely-varying needs. In a free-market economy, it is not the producer’s 
responsibility to determine its consumers’ needs, because the producer simply presents 
something which may be needed by the market at large. This indirect relationship convolves 
the company’s responsibilities even further. If Sony mass-produces 500,000 CD players, how 
can it be obliged to fulfill the needs of every individual who purchases a CD player?
The answer is that Sony must take any reasonable course of action to educate and help 
its customers determine the suitability of its products. At the very least, the consumer must 
know the vital information about the product to make an competent decision. This duty has 
more and more impact on consumer well-being as technology like computers become widely 
available and cars can no longer be judged by kicking the tires or a test run. A remedial form 
of this duty to educate is honesty in advertising. Today, the accepted first duty of advertising 
is to inform, but this ethical duty of the social contract goes as far as to disapprove of 
advertisements that seek to create demand or emotionally influence consumer decisions. Under 
social contract, advertising is the company’s best tool to insure than consumers are educated 
enough to make decisions that will improve their quality of life. Using this resource solely for 
profit is a violation of the goodwill between contractual partners.
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So far, companies are saddled with responsibility before an exchange has even taken 
place. Mercifully, there is only one mandatory duty after the consumer purchases a product. If 
the company is entering the exchange with mutual benefit in mind, then the company must 
provide a product that will benefit the consumer for some length of time. While this concept 
may seem rudimentary, without the social contract, it would be in a producer’s best interests 
to provide a product that fulfills a consumer’s needs for a very short time. In addition to 
longevity, social contract and law say that the product must be useful for its purpose during 
that lifetime. As partners, the company should provide some means of assuring benefit to the 
consumer, in the form of guarantees and compensation for losses.
As mentioned in Section 3, the URJ analysis is a useful way of analyzing the 
relationship between company and consumer. However, in this case, the theory of social 
contract is so well-established that the URJ method would only muddle a concept that stands 
on its own terms.
3.3 Social Caretaker
Social contract theory accounts for the practical workings of the exchange of goods 
between a consumer and producer, but it cannot completely encompass the responsibilities for 
any company. The social contract specifies only what consumers and producers expect from 
each other; a discussion of social contract theory could easily be left as an informative 
perspective for managers who wish to satisfy consumers.
While companies may make ethical decisions based on satisfying their market’s image 
demands, simple economics is obviously not the impetus behind ethics. A more extensive 
theory is needed to explain why corporations must take responsibility for more than the sale 
of honestly-advertised goods. One such theory is "Due Care". Building on the foundation of 
social contract theory, Due Care asserts that companies have duties that account for their 
special characteristics as powerful moral agents. (Velasquez, 1982, 283-7)
Due Care was conceived primarily to give companies additional responsibility for 
safety of their products, but the theory’s theoretical basis applies to consumer-company 
relations equally well. Due Care dictates that in an exchange between a consumer and 
company, the company holds more power and is therefore subject to more responsibility. 
Because of the consumer’s dependence on good will, companies should act as social 
caretakers. For each product offered, companies know their goods intimately, while consumers 
are told only what the company wishes to reveal. In addition, producers control the means of 
distribution, price, and many other attributes of the exchange. While the consumer has the 
decision to buy, that decision is all he is granted.
On a market-scale, corporations are powerful entities. Their products are distributed 
widely, having a pervasive impact on society. In utilitarian fashion, a product’s effect is 
multiplied by the number of consumers affected, any mass-marketed product (or even 
apartment building occupied by many residents) becomes a significant moral force. When a 
product is integrated into many households in a culture, its characteristics have a profound 
effect on some aspect of that culture. A mildly annoying feature may cause a single consumer 
a morally excusable decrease in quality of life; over thousands of consumers, that decrease
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becomes greater in kind as well as quantity. For example, in the winter, much of America 
struggles to clear snow from driveways and walks. The typical snow shovel is a ubiquitous 
example of shortcuts in engineering. Despite the difference of application, the ordinary snow 
shovel is a variation of the straight-handled dirt shovel. However, the straight handle is an 
improper design for moving snow, and as a few lucky consumers have discovered, bent- 
handled shovels are far more effective. The shortcut taken by most snow-shovel manufactures 
has failed to improve the quality of life of those consumers, since a small improvement results 
in far better performance. A few negligent manufactures are directly responsible for a 
significant inconvenience to millions of consumers.
Despite the company’s power, its status as a member of society is inferior to human 
agents, since persons are prior, in the Kantian sense, to corporations. In any economic system, 
companies are formed to better distribute goods. While select individuals may or may not 
profit from this process, the fact remains that companies exist to serve the public. As 
described in social contract, companies gain their profits, their existence, from how well they 
serve the public. The best formulation of this idea is the Iron Law of Responsibility: "In the 
long run, those who do not use power in a manner which society considers responsible will 
tend to lose it." (Davis, 1975, 94) Companies had better have the interests of their society, 
their supporter, in mind.
Corporations as a social caretakers are in a unique position for ethical decisions. First, 
the actions of a company, acting on a market, are sweeping and unfairly advantaged. Second, 
the company itself is a second citizen to the individuals it serves. In sum, corporations are 
lesser in status and greater in impact than any other kind of moral agent. The combination of 
these moral "weaknesses" or culpabilities demands unusually ethical care by the company in 
the exchanges it carries out and the intent with which the company’s plans are made. In light 
of the social caretaker perspective, a company that does not make every effort to improve its 
customer’s quality of life is committing a serious ethical wrong.
The URJ analysis reveals the strong foundation of the social caretaker theory, as well 
as its ethical consequences. Social caretaking most naturally fits the utilitarian viewpoint. As 
in contract theory, the company benefits by the money received, allowing both profit and 
further good works. The company, as a moral agent practicing due care, must consider the 
impact its product has on the public -- the improvement or detriment to quality of life that the 
product causes becomes an overwhelming factor as that effect is multiplied. From the 
stockholder’s point of view, the good of the public imbalances the "greatest happiness" 
severely to the customers, but this severe slant to the consumer is demanded by utility. Simply 
put, a company that sacrifices some profits, or even just cares more about the consumer, 
increases each individual consumer’s quality of life such that the total happiness gained far 
outweighs the small loss to the company. Therefore, one must seek to make products that 
cause the greatest increase of happiness in consumers as a whole, at the reasonable expense of 
the company’s profits.
Rights theory is far more concerned with the individual consumer, and the view of the 
company as unfairly advantaged addresses the individual consumer. Despite the natural state 
of affairs in business, the consumer has a right to be dealt with as an equal, that is, not to be 
taken advantage of. This super-right encompasses many of the basic rights of right-theory 
such as the right to informed consent. However, it is not in the company’s best interests to
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respect this right; as profit-making entities, the upper-ground is to be held whenever found. 
For any given business decision, the main focus is on profit, and this will admittedly never 
change. In addition, there is no workable guideline for eradicating this advantage. No matter 
how many internal or external rules are made about informing the public of ingredients or 
processes or design philosophies, the consumers are still unprepared to interpret the 
information. Certainly no company can be expected to teach individuals about these topics. 
The right to equal ground is best granted by an attitude. In any ethical field, intent is 
important to respecting rights, and it becomes vital in the absence of an alternative. A 
company must respect its consumers as not just profit-sources, or even fellow citizens.
Paradoxically, in addition to the consumer right on the basis of relative ignorance, the 
consumer also has a right based on the company’s status as a second-class citizen. Consumers 
can demand the company’s attention from the fact that individuals, or fellow consumers, 
create the company to serve consumers. The second-class status of corporations gives the 
customer the right to be treated as the first priority of the company. This status, in concert 
with the right to equality, demands the utmost respect from company to consumer. The end 
result of this respect is that companies seek to help consumers throughout the exchange 
process, from providing as much information as possible prior to the sale to supporting the 
product throughout its life. In addition, this respect should pervade corporate structure: from 
the design stage to promotion, the emphasis should be on a product with the consumer as the 
first priority, not profit. Profit simply allows corporations to continue to provide service.
In the theoretical discussion of caretaking, we mentioned that economic systems 
distribute goods through companies. Justice demands that those goods are distributed fairly, 
without arbitrary distinction between groups. More often than not, companies (and those who 
own them) gain a disproportionate amount of wealth, while consumers are expected to be 
grateful for the existence of the products that company makes available. Obviously, this is a 
violation of justice; the customers are not only being treated as means, but companies 
sometimes act a siphons of wealth, actually harming the consumers through reprehensible 
sales tactics and obscene profit margins on necessary items.
As with the rights perspective, companies must take an alternate attitude towards their 
customers, but this time as a group. To respect rights, companies must treat each individual 
with care; to respect justice, companies must treat the market with care. In other words, 
companies must realize the moral import of their unfair influence on the market — by their 
present nature, companies funnel money in the ethically wrong direction. Correcting this 
situation is an impossible task, far more difficult than treating customers with respect or 
enhancing quality of life. However, the realization of this imbalance demands that companies 
treat customer with care to minimize their harmful influence. Basically, the practical 
implementation of this duty is the same as rights -- to respect the customer’s quality of life as 
the first priority. Corporations must provide the market as a whole with products that 
maximize value in return for that market’s support.
4. The Ethics of Low-Quality Products
The preceding discussion thoroughly outlines the responsibilities of a company to its 
customers, or, alternately, its benefactors, trustees, dependents, and creators. The ethical
10
analysis of low-quality products will build on that theoretical foundation. After summarizing 
the ethical requirements of a product, as demanded by the theories above, those requirements 
will both justify and limit the production of low-quality goods.
4.1 Applying Ethical Imperatives to Low-Quality
The bulk of responsibility is mandated by social caretaker theory, but social contract 
and legal theory make one obligation very clear: the consumer must be well-informed and 
receive the level of quality he or she reasonably expects. Consequently, advertising should be 
honest and the product should be designed to satisfy the needs of the consumer. The company 
as a social caretaker takes a more proactive approach. On an organizational level, the 
company is to design, market, and sell products with the consumer’s rights and quality of life 
in mind. The URJ method points out how this principle is accomplished.
First, the utilitarian interpretation of responsibility demands that the increase in 
happiness due to the product is maximized. This means that the product itself must be 
designed so as to reasonably guarantee that it both applies to the user’s life and affects it 
positively. To preserve justice and the consumer’s rights, companies should structure their 
decision-making to benefit the consumer as much as possible. Keeping in mind that the 
consumer must be considered as both handicapped in knowledge and superior in social status, 
companies should treat consumers with respect and care, a positive duty above the "shalt-nots" 
of law and social contract.
The mandate of rights theory, respecting the consumer, appears to be a separate 
concept from the utilitarian demand to increase quality of life. In fact, respecting rights is a 
different description of the same effect. Justice demands that companies realize their ability to 
be an unfair influence. Rights demand that companies place consumers as their first priority. 
Both these conditions are included in the command that the company create products with 
improving the quality of life of its users as the primary goal.
Applying ethical theory to design and product within the narrow scope of consumer- 
company relations results in a simple imperative, the Consumer-Oriented Process principle. 
Every decision must be made with the primary goal o f maximizing the quality o f life o f 
consumers, individually and collectively.
4.2 Low-Quality in an Ethical World: Cost and Quality
Before describing the ethical responsibilities of a company, we reviewed the practical 
reasons to produce low-quality. Now, we must return to that topic and analyze how those 
reasons can be ethically justified.
At first glance, this is a formidable task. The social caretaker model demands so 
strongly that the consumer must benefit from the product; one might think that low-quality 
products would be intrinsically unethical since too much of the consumer’s happiness is left to 
doubt. The potential harms of wasted resources, dissatisfaction and inconvenience would call 
for all products to virtually guarantee satisfaction through their stellar quality. In a world 
without scarcity, this is true: there would be no justifiable reason not to employ the best 
materials, techniques, and design.
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Scarcity, in most economic systems, brings the concept of cost into ethical analysis. 
Early in this paper, cost was completely distinguished from quality; later, in the practical 
discussion, cost was reintroduced as the practical justification behind low-quality goods. As 
we return to the ethical justification of low-quality, cost is once again the necessary 
companion to low-quality. The principle of responsibility to customers demands that every 
reasonable effort be made to improve a consumer’s quality of life. Without limited 
availability, this means that neglect would be the only reason a product would fail to improve 
quality of life; the resources to create nearly perfect products would be within easy reach.
With limited availability, total quality is impossible. The built-in limits of the cost of 
every component and process of a product create a network of value judgements. The limiting 
parameters of cost, filtered through these decisions, creates a spectrum of quality levels, 
representing the undeniable connection between cost and quality we are all familiar with. This 
connection is the foundation for the justification of low-quality products. Since quality-cost 
tradeoffs must be made by both consumers and producers, a range of quality/cost choices 
allows maximum flexibility by both parties. Though hardly necessary, this concept can be 
shown as ethically correct through the URJ method. A range of choices maximizes utility by 
allowing each individual (producer and consumer) to deal with scarcity in a custom-made 
system. The existence of choices satisfies the rights criterium, as both parties have the right to 
produce and consume as they see fit. Finally, a range of choices allows products to be 
distributed justly to consumers such that the possibility for ownership exists for a far broader 
group.
4.3 Justifying the Sale of Low Quality
So, in a broad sense, low-quality products are okay. They are natural products of 
scarcity that, in fact, allow flexibility to the market. However, low-quality products are not 
unconditionally good, and the analysis must focus on the discrete decision to make an 
individual low-quality product.
Applied to an individual decision, the principle of responsibility to consumer is 
primarily concerned with intent. Ethical theories disagree on whether effect or intent are to be 
judged, but in this application, intent carried through the organizational context of a company 
is the most powerful force for good. The fundamental question of intent is: "Why are we 
supplying low-quality goods to consumers?" According to the principle, the answer must be: 
"To improve their quality of life."
How can low-quality goods improve life? "Cheap junk" is commonly associated with 
the frustrated homemaker that pulls still-stained clothes out of the washer or tiny knobs that 
break off of tinny-sounding radios. The foundation for this discussion has already been laid; 
earlier, in a more practical discussion, three characteristics of low-quality goods were 
described: availability, disposability, and applicability.
4.3.1 Availability
Availability is the most important, and commonly used, justification for low-quality.
As said above, scarcity demands that some premium be paid for products, and low-quality
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products allows a wide range of consumers access to those products. This justification can be 
explained using the familiar URJ method.
The principle of utility calls for an action to maximize happiness. In a market 
economy, products are purchased to fulfill needs or desires ~ in any case, to increase 
happiness. If a high-quality version of a product increases happiness, then a low-quality 
version can be assumed to increase happiness, but to a lesser degree. In the absence of cost, 
this "lesser increase" is an unethical choice, but when cost is factored in, a lesser increase 
distributed widely may be greater than a high increase in happiness available to few. This is 
provided the increase in happiness is not outweighed by the pitfalls of low-quality — as usual, 
the principle of responsibility to consumer must be honored.
Availability is an important corollary to rights; consumers have a limited right to 
classes of products. That is, if a product can be made low-quality and still fulfill minimum 
requirements, consumers have a right to access. In other words, a company holding hostage of 
a product concept, offering it only to a wealthier group of consumers, smacks of abuse of 
authority. Consumers have the right to access when confronted with this authority. The 
principles of justice also support the availability of products. Justice insists that no distinctions 
are made between arbitrary groups. As with the rights argument, the fair distribution of 
opportunity to all members of society demands that products be generally accessible.
The principles of availability are borne out daily in the real market. For example, less 
so now than a few years ago, outdated computers are often purchased by small and large 
firms alike. These computers were less suited to "computing" than the faster, more user- 
friendly computers available, but they served an important purpose. These low-quality 
computers freed (especially small) companies from typewriters and paper balance books, 
increasing productivity and efficiency: even the oldest PC can be networked to a laser printer 
for high-quality output. Had these low-quality versions (as 386’s are to Pentiums today) not 
been available, individual offices would not have experienced this benefit because of the 
ridiculous cost. Worse yet, the computer revolution would have drowned in the accountant’s 
office as the start-up expenses for modernization would sink most small businesses.
4.3.2 Applicability
A subtle detail of the preceding example is that the computer was being used for a 
fraction of its intended purpose. These obsolete computers were designed for a wide range of 
software applications, but most software had left their slow processors behind. Part of the 
justification for purchasing (and therefore producing to fill that need) was that they would not 
be subjected to the environment that they were ill-suited for. This is the principle of 
applicability; low-quality products can be ethical because they fill a need that higher quality 
products may be unable to practically fill.
Applicability is similar to availability in that it justifies low-quality by finding a niche 
that needs to be filled. Like availability, it explains the need for access to products that, in 
principle, should not be as beneficial as they are. Applicability is fundamentally a variation of 
availability and is therefore subject to the same arguments under the URJ analysis.
However, there is one important difference -- applicability is less dependent on cost. 
Availability argues that the scarcity of goods gives low-quality an ethical place; applicability
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could still justify low-quality in a perfect market. Would Lysol exist in a perfect market? 
Arguably, yes. However, according to our definition, Lysol is a low-quality product: inferior 
in the specific classes it competes within, and the jack-of-all-trades "category" it would create 
is meaningless under our system. However, its versatility provides it with a definite ethical 
justification: it increases quality of life.
4.3.3 The Problem of Disposable Products
Low-quality products are often purchased for their disposable nature. This is not a 
reference to diapers and tissues; "disposability" refers to products that are bought with the 
intention of fulfilling a brief need or convenience, but could be purchased for longer use at a 
higher price. This justification of low-quality is much different from applicability and 
availability because inherently, the trait of disposability has little to do with cost. The URJ 
analysis of this rationale is dominated by utilitarian standards, so for disposability, that strong 
argument will be the only one presented.
Utilitarians cannot give full endorsement to disposable products. In examining the 
effects that such a product has, the first concern is waste. While today’s catastrophic effects of 
waste may lend weight to their case, utility’s argument rests on more theoretical grounds. The 
expense of time and materials placed in a product are lost if that product is quickly scrapped. 
From a broader view than the consumer alone, the brief improvement for the consumer is 
easily negated by the wasted resources of the lost product.
The most powerful case for disposability is when it is actually cheaper for the 
consumer to purchase several low-quality goods than one high-quality. For example, Joe 
Shopper does a cost-analysis of three discount turtlenecks against one designer turtleneck, and 
finds that the three inexpensive shirts are somewhat less expensive in total and will last as 
long as one expensive one. It is to Joe’s advantage to buy the three shirts. While this may 
increase Joe’s happiness, utility argues that the waste of discarding useable cloth and other 
parts for their early wear offsets the marginal gain in price. Purchasing the high-quality 
alternative minimizes waste and benefits society the greatest.
Both on theoretical and practical grounds, disposability cannot stand as an ethical basis 
for low-quality products. Disposability is often a trait of a low-quality product that also 
benefits from applicability or availability. As a secondary characteristic, then, disposability is 
not ethically wrong, but as a primary justification, it is indefensible.
5. The Ethical Limits of Low-Quality Production
Applicability and availability of low-quality products are good things, in general. But 
justification is not sufficient for ethically behavior since it only offers a moral reason for 
acting. Obviously, there are ethical limits to the production of low-quality as well — the flip 
side of the justification.
Even the most jaded businessperson will agree than some low-quality products do 
more harm than good. For example, not long ago, the stereotype of Chinese products was 
generally that the problems their shoddiness caused were worse than the situations they were 
made to improve. For example, the dime-store 110 film cameras were so prone to lens
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damage that they rarely took useable pictures and served only to ruin film. How could the 
company that produced those cameras justify their production?
5.1 Corporations Should Limit Low-Quality
The most common defense for harmful low-quality appeals directly to economic 
realities. Simply put, if a product causes too much trouble for consumers, it will not be 
purchased. In capitalism, a broad range of offerings theoretically allows consumers to decide 
which products will fill their needs. Also, since there are so many offerings, bad products will 
naturally fail to be purchased, and the system itself will punish and discourage the production 
of harmfully low-quality goods. In this model of trade, companies fulfill their responsibility to 
the consumer by supplying a range of choices. Naturally, the company must still act according 
to social contract, and the consumer should be well-informed, as discussed in Section 3.2.2.
There are two strong responses to this view. First, the company that offers a harmfully 
low-quality product is still culpable for the harm that it causes while it is on the market. This 
harm, while not physically dangerous (in accordance with our assumption of safety), is both 
serious enough to warrant attention and easy to prevent. Even under the permissive theory of 
social contract, companies have a responsibility to at least avoid harming their customers. The 
problems caused by unfit products are not justified by the appeal to "the system."
Second, the capitalist model that inspires this refusal of responsibility assumes an 
omniscient consumer. That is, in order to make the right decision every time, the consumer 
must have full knowledge of all products in the field. This is hardly the case, and in practice, 
consumers make decisions based on very limited knowledge and often deceptive packaging 
and advertising. In fact, the very managers who defend low-quality with this view often 
provide the most illusive information to the customer and mask their products’ low-end status 
by withholding revealing product specifications. (Jacobs, 1988, 28-9)
This aggressive response to irresponsibility summons the discussion of company 
knowledge outlined in the theoretical ethics of Section 4.1. Since companies are naturally 
endowed with such extensive experience with their own product, they have the power to 
prevent harmful products from detracting from customer’s livelihoods. The Iron Law of 
Responsibility, mentioned in Section 3.1, and other ethical constructs demand that the 
company then use this granted power for the good of the consumer.
This point deserves more attention, since it is the keystone of why the production of 
low-quality products should be examined. In the discussion of general corporate responsibility, 
the justification for expanding the company’s duties past those of the social contract was that 
corporations do not meet consumers as equals. Companies are necessarily experts at their 
products, whereas consumers, even in a liberal market, have far less experience. To maximize 
overall happiness, respect the rights of consumers, and defend justice, companies must account 
for this advantage. Simply saying that the market will filter out bad products, at the expense 
of some unlucky consumers, abrogates this responsibility. Refusing responsibility is the 
archetype of unethical behavior.
There remains one more obstacle to limiting low-quality. Ironically, the justification of 
availability by rights theory in Section 4.3.1 presents too strong an argument and seems to 
contradict the social caretaker principles. Basically, the rights argument asserts that consumers
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have a right to a broad range of products. Therefore, if the industry as a whole does not 
provide all feasible low-quality products, then they are, in effect, denying access for poorer 
consumers.
This argument, as an argument against limiting low-quality products, can be refuted on 
two levels. The first is a point of process, and reviews the original explanation of the URJ 
theory. The founders of the URJ theory correctly predicted that there would be points of 
contention between the three perspectives. They accounted for these by stating that if any of 
the three stated that a decision was unethical, then the decision should be considered 
unethical. (Cavanaugh et al, 1995, 399-405)
The utilitarian argument against potentially harmful products was explained in detail in 
the social caretaker section; the power and position of corporations force companies to prevent 
harm. This duty, and the effect of good for the consumer, overrides the plainly insignificant 
right to a full spectrum of products. Within the URJ theory, then, that right is subordinated to 
other, more powerful arguments for limiting low-quality production.
The second problem with producing all low-quality goods occurs within rights theory 
itself. The right to products that fulfill the social contract (products that benefit the consumer) 
is a basic right in free trade. The right to a range of products, in its extreme form above, 
forfeits that basic right for an esoteric point of justice. From a reasonable perspective, the 
right to beneficial products takes precedence. Companies must be allowed to restrict the sale 
of potentially harmful goods to protect the more important consumer rights. Despite our quick 
dismissal of this problem, the distinction between justice and benevolence should not be so 
easily handled; in most cases, the right of justice trumps the duty of benevolence. (Baron,
1984, 225)
The final challenge to limiting low-quality is the "greater good" argument that 
confronts the utilitarian call for limits. If a company uses the sales gained from harmful low- 
quality sales to support "good" projects like research or charity, the sum of pleasures due to 
this consumer sacrifice outweighs the possibly minor inconvenience of the temporarily 
harmful product. Therefore, utilitarians could approve of this short-term compromise for long­
term gains.
This situation highlights the brilliance of the URJ method for realistic ethical issues. In 
theory, each ethical system uses entirely different first principles and cannot be reconciled. 
However, in practical application, the use of all three in a comprehensive manner allows each 
to catch the possible misuses of another. Rights theory speaks loudly against the above 
argument, since the "temporary sacrifice and minor inconvenience" trample the consumer 
rights of both social contract and social caretaker principles. Therefore, the URJ method easily 
handles this argument against limits on low-quality.
5.2 The Limits of Low-Quality
Despite the long discussion of low-quality products, no limits have yet been placed on 
them, since the previous section served only to defend the existence of limits. However, those 
arguments will apply directly to the limits themselves. To begin, review the conclusion of 
corporate responsibility, that companies must design and distribute products with the primary 
goal of increasing the quality of life of their consumers. Theoretically, limiting low-quality
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goods is simple using this guide; they must increase the consumer’s quality of life. In 
addition, we have already specified how these products can improve quality of life in our 
justification of low-quality goods. From Section 4.2, availability and applicability are the two 
ethical benefits of low-quality.
With all these past topics in mind, the guide for limiting low-quality simply becomes a 
summary of past points. First, a company must find a justification for producing low-quality 
through either availability or applicability. In other words, there must be an outstanding need 
for low-quality, where products of higher quality (and price) will not do. As shown above, 
simply being able to sell products does not mean the customer can find a beneficial 
application for them. Because of the consumer’s ignorance, the producers must analyze 
whether the product is well-suited for any purpose.
Once the product has been justified, a second analysis must be made to fulfill the 
company’s responsibility. Simply because there is some case which benefits some consumer 
does not mean that the existence of the product is absolutely good. The company must once 
again apply its superior knowledge to discover if the overall good caused by a low-quality 
product outweighs the potential for harm. The URJ analysis introduced in Section 3.1 is a 
comprehensive tool for this task.
For example, a sock company, B.B. Lean, may be examining the need for a low- 
quality winter sock using the URJ analysis. The utilitarian viewpoint supports inexpensive, 
low-quality winter socks because cheap socks have very few disadvantages over expensive 
ones, and the needed warmth will greatly benefit consumers. Rights theory also approves of 
this offering, provided the socks are made with the consumer’s toasty toes in mind, rather 
than B.B. Lean’s profit margin. Justice theory also gives wholehearted assent because the 
opportunity for warm feet extends to all consumers.
While URJ theory is flexible, it rarely supports unethical products. The fictional 
RuralBank’s ad campaign for a low-quality credit-card with high fees is also subject to URJ 
analysis. Utilitarians would disapprove of a low-quality credit-card. The need for credit is not 
overwhelming enough to offset the harm in extracting large fees from probably-destitute 
consumers. Rights theory would be concerned for the obvious profit motive behind presenting 
high-interest credit to consumers, and the difference between RuralBank’s Molybdenum Card 
and the new high-fees card does not protect justice in the marketplace. By this analysis, 
RuralBank would be irresponsible to offer this card.
The theoretical basis for limiting low-quality is strong. The actual application is, 
naturally, a set of discrete decisions that cannot be legislated or described in a paper.
However, in review of past sections, there are some interesting ways that companies can 
expand the limits of low-quality. For example, specifically mentioning the justifiable purpose 
of the low-quality product in packaging or advertising minimizes the potential harm of misuse 
by consumers; voluntarily restricting the sale of the product has an even greater effect. An 
example from Section 2.4, Lysol, includes on the can a disclaimer that explains that Lysol 
does not clean everything a special-purpose cleaner can. This warning is an example of 
packaging designed to provide useful information as well as attractive messages.
6. Designing Low Quality
17
We have shown that low-quality products can be ethically produced and sold within 
some well-defined limits. However, the decision to produce low-quality is only the beginning 
of the ethical issues about low-quality. After all, the Consumer-Oriented Process principle 
calls for the consumer’s quality of life to be the main focus throughout all business processes. 
Deciding and planning a low-quality product are early tasks in product development; the next 
task is the design of the product.
Engineers claim to be the initiators of nearly every industry, since they design, test, 
and recommend all the judgments for the introduction of a new product. The power that 
engineers retain is extensive; not only can an engineer determine the salability of a product 
through either ingenious or inept design, but an engineer can also alter its safety, quality, and 
most important, its commitment to consumer needs. An engineer who simply fills 
specifications or insists on cutting-edge technology will often ignore the consumer that must 
use the end product of the engineer’s limited regard. Shortsighted designers can easily 
undermine all the careful attention of the rest of an organization to the ethics of making 
products for consumers. The power of the engineer, as with any power, carries additional 
responsibility. Since the engineer is arguably in the best position to make products consumer- 
oriented, the engineer should use this position to its greatest good. This conclusion should be 
no surprise.
6.1 Design Methods
So, how are engineers, or anyone else involved in the design stage, to integrate that 
ethical commitment into their work? Engineers are automatically handicapped in ethical 
training; their profession inherently values minimizing production cost and design time as the 
highest virtues. The general rules and heuristics of engineering are so heavily weighted toward 
the profit motive that integrating ethics is often ineffective, a glossy polish on a fundamentally 
ugly activity. While engineers usually design useful, ingenious products, the motivation is to 
capture market share or larger profits, and this amoral incentive contradicts the ethical 
imperatives of Section 3.3.
Part of the problem with applying ethics to ordinary engineering is that textbook 
ethical dilemmas assume bizarre conditions. Before analyzing situations, engineers are 
assumed to be perfect, and some form of neglect is therefore the only obstacle to creating 
perfect products. This assumption is handy for analysis of ethical extremes, like criminally 
unsafe shortcuts and managerial tyranny, but does nothing to improve the day-to-day 
engineering procedures that as an accepted practice have more widespread consequences than 
rare, severe ethical violations.
This problem is amplified because the pressures facing engineers are often overlooked 
or misinterpreted. In textbook ethics, engineers are usually constrained only by ridiculous 
edicts from management. Under these conditions, engineers are at war, resulting in either 
internal conflict or whistleblowing. These cases are interesting to analyze, but in reality, 
managers are not demons, and most often they impose reasonable demands on engineers. In 
the typical situation, engineering and management are working together to meet time and cost 
limitations.
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These limitations appear to occupy enough of the engineer’s faculties that ethical 
principles become another bothersome influence, an additional constraint. The plurality of 
principles and their abstract nature often makes them unusable; even codes of ethics are 
necessarily broad and nonspecific.
However, the Consumer-Oriented Process imperative specifies a strict attitude in all 
business functions, and this imposition of perspective, rather than explicit rules, circumvents 
some of the difficulties with applying ethics to design. Through the definition of what 
engineers’ goals should be, the design process is left unaltered, but the end result is ethically 
motivated. Under a few assumptions, the Consumer-Oriented Process principle can be shown 
to provide insight, rather than complexity, to a basic engineering strategy: the use of top-down 
or bottom-up design.
Low-quality products are often the result of the success of high-quality products, and 
derive their nature from those cutting-edge concepts used in the prior product. Let us assume 
that the design team has a working knowledge of a high-quality version of the product. This 
assumption avoids the complexities of researching an entirely new concept. With this 
condition in mind, product development can be divided in two conventional methods: top- 
down and bottom-up design. Defeaturing is a variation of top-down design, where a designer 
begins with a working high-quality product and incrementally lowers cost through lower 
quality. Bottom-up design deconstructs the prior product into general knowledge and builds a 
new design with the cost and time limits in mind.
6.2 Defeaturing: Top-Down Design
When a previous high-quality product exists, and its successful design is well- 
understood, the most natural way to design a product is to alter the original design, making 
full use of the previously executed engineering.
Defeaturing describes the design method of treating a product as a system of 
components, and then decreasing the quality of individual components (or ingredients) until a 
price point is reached. Defeaturing simplifies the design process by recycling solutions from a 
similar problem, saving time and cost. As an example, imagine that Stella Engineer’s boss has 
asked her to make a cheaper version of the company’s successful cordless phone. Cordless 
phones are relatively modular, built of discrete speakers, microphones, transmitters, and such. 
Stella’s first step might be to replace the needlessly powerful microphone; next, to use a far 
cheaper, and tinny speaker, and so on until she’s met the company’s cost goal.
This reduction is by no means random. Stella is known as a good engineer because she 
knows just where to take a shortcut and how much it will affect the end product. A high- 
quality speaker may be wasted on the narrow bandwidth of American phone lines. The 
ergonomics of the handset may be more cosmetic than functional. A good engineer cuts these 
superfluous components first, and uses the cost savings as the majority of the difference 
between low- and high-quality. This method allows consumers to benefit from the "leftovers" 
of high-quality, since well-defeatured products approach high-quality as best as they can.
6.3 Bottom-Up Design
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The nature of this similarity is an important distinction between defeaturing and 
bottom-up design. Bottom-up design treats a product as a strongly interrelated system of 
functions. In Stella’s example, high-quality products are almost always well-designed, and at 
design time, a high level of attention was given to the relationships between components. The 
model for defeaturing, of a essentially separated web of components, can ignore the 
importance of the system that integrates those components. Bottom-up design treats that 
system as the primary objective.
As only a design problem, Stella’s cordless phone can demonstrate the pitfalls of 
defeaturing. A well-designed phone will match characteristics of the speakers, like bandwidth 
and physical shape, to other parts like the transceiver or handset. In the high-quality starting 
point, the transceiver of the high-quality phone may be barely adequate, so Stella needs to 
keep that element. However, she also finds that it is impossible to find a replacement speaker 
that maximizes performance while remaining matched to components from the unique design 
approach of the high-quality phone. So, Stella is forced to use a sub-par speaker, vastly 
lowering quality with little savings in cost.
Bottom-up design releases the engineer from obsolete systems that were made for 
solving unrelated problems. Stella would discard everything but the technical knowledge 
gained from the high-quality example. From that point, the design problem is clarified: to 
build the best possible phone at a certain cost. Stella now has the freedom to create new 
systems that have the desired characteristics. In the dilemma presented above, she may even 
use a better transceiver than the high-quality phone, if it can be more easily paired with an 
inexpensive speaker. However, this change only affects a pair of parts, and a true bottom-up 
approach would reexamine the necessity of the connections between transceiver and speaker, 
and power supplies and packaging as well.
6.4 Ethical Analysis of Design Philosophy
These examples appear to show that bottom-up design results in better products, but 
this is not the intent. Defeaturing is not a "bad" design philosophy, since a good engineer will 
respect the original system even while defeaturing to a low level, and avoid the problem 
above using the full variety of parts available to engineers. This paper will not criticize the 
suitability of methods for maximizing performance. However, an ethical analysis of design 
philosophies can point out that some methods are more susceptible to ethical influences.
The defeaturing method is centered on decreasing cost, turning a good product into a 
cheap one. Bottom-up design, by its nature, forces engineers to define their own "first 
principles" for each new product. In other words, by using bottom-up design. Stella can 
choose what outcomes she considers important, and those intentions will dominate the design 
process.
In the beginning of Section 6, a contrast was made between the false facade of 
imposing ethics on design and the more effective approach of integrating ethics into the 
motivation of the process. The difference between defeaturing and bottom-up design is a 
direct application of a holistic approach. In defeaturing, the design philosophy is already set 
by the high-quality product, and the focus of any changes to that original strategy is cost-
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based. In bottom-up design, the engineer can choose ethical goals as a motivator and more 
effectively pursue the Consumer-Oriented Process principle.
Both methods can also be analyzed by their effectiveness towards the goal of 
Consumer-Oriented Process. From Section 4, there are two justifications of low-quality: 
availability and applicability. Both defeaturing and bottom-up design can aim for the same 
price-point, and thus accomplish availability equally well. Bottom-up design holds the 
significant advantage in applicability. Recall that the best way to present an ethical low- 
quality product is to aim towards those specific uses that maximize consumer quality of life. 
(See Section 5.2) If that application can be at the focus of the design effort, a more consumer- 
oriented product will result. Bottom-up design allows an engineer to recreate a variation of the 
high-quality product’s high-performance system for only one or some specific uses.
For example, inexpensive cordless phones are not likely to use large roaming areas; 
consumers may be interested only in short-range convenience. Therefore, the system can be 
designed such that high-quality speakers or filters make up for a far less expensive transceiver 
(with a small roaming area). A defeaturing approach changes the existing high-quality design 
into an actual obstacle to judgements like this one, since simply replacing parts becomes a 
battle against the original intention of long-range roaming.
6.5 The Objection to Bottom-Up Design
The strong conclusion of the last section’s discussion is that bottom-up design is the 
ultimate tool for an ethical designer. As with all theoretical analyses, the practical world 
dictates its own set of constraints and special cases. In this case, the cost of bottom-up design 
can occasionally offset the good accomplished by its approach. As said in Section 6.2, 
defeaturing is an easy method, and is therefore also inexpensive. It makes full use of the 
investments already incorporated into high-quality design. Bottom-up design insists that the 
design process be restarted from the earliest stages, resulting in extra cost. Especially in the 
case of high-technology, the costs of reengineering can be so large as to necessitate raising the 
price of the product. In this case, using bottom-up design may actually harm the consumer, 
since defeaturing could produce a comparable product at lower cost.
Even more significant, the tremendous design effort required in bottom-up design takes 
time, and always more than expected. As with cost concerns, the delay in getting the product 
to market has severe consequences for both company and consumer. Especially in fields of 
high technology, companies and consumers need new products as quickly as possible to stay 
competitive. This condition makes design delay a vital factor in applicability, since a late 
product is less useful, no matter what the savings in cost. The harm to the company is also a 
matter of competition, but to a greater degree. No matter what the justification, or even final 
advantage to the consumer, a product that enters the market late rarely overcomes that 
handicap. While, as shown in Section 3, companies offer products to serve consumers, they 
should not sacrifice themselves toward that goal. Many companies have made the 
unfortunately fatal decision of asking consumers to wait for a well-designed product; popular 
examples cover the Wall Street Journal, from new operating systems to angled toothbrushes.
However, the case against the high cost of bottom-up design is an exception; there are 
two potent arguments that call for even expensive and slow bottom-up design. First, the
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increased price of development, even when passed on to the consumer, is usually in the best 
interests of the consumer. The Consumer-Oriented Process principle calls for companies to 
assure the benefit of their product, and not assume that availability automatically justifies that 
product. Bottom-up design practically guarantees a more applicable product and only 
fractionally increases the price, which is a direct result of the Consumer-Oriented Process 
imperative.
Second, new product types are usually developed once and then incrementally 
improved from that point. In other words, introducing a low-quality product is a decision that 
is likely to affect not only the purchasers of the very first version, but all the later editions of 
the same product philosophy. Any shortcuts or negligence will have continually broader 
effects in the future, so great care must be taken at the first design stage. GM’s Saturn is an 
example of this concern; though its design time and expense were unusually great, the new 
Saturn line has both a successful introductory product and a firm foundation for future 
development.
Obviously, there cannot be a universal call for bottom-up design. The frightening 
example of ethical companies that are drowned by overvalued start-ups is a vivid example of 
overriding circumstances. However, both the general advantage of incorporating ethical 
dimension and the effectiveness for applicability show that bottom-up design is the morally 
preferable approach.
6.6 The Importance of Ethical Design
Why the attention to design details? Why does it make such a difference that the 
conclusion of a broad paper on low-quality should focus on engineering, only a part of the 
business process?
Attention should be given to all steps, from advertising to planning intent, as the 
Consumer-Oriented Process principle calls for ethical dedication to the consumer throughout 
all operations. Engineering is a vital, early step in the product’s characteristics.
The attention to engineering is not just one of several steps. While decision-making is 
a skill, the engineering talent that goes into a product has a direct effect on every consumer of 
that product. The processes, heuristics, and focuses of the design stage are properties of the 
product that change the customer’s quality of life as much or more than shoddy 
manufacturing. In the discussion of justifying low-quality, the decision to produce was 
bounded by ethics; in design, ethics takes an active role, steering business process and driving 
to create an beneficial product, not a product that is not unethically made.
The Consumer-Oriented Process principle exerts most of its positive influence at the 
design stage. When a manager or advertiser interprets the principle, it consists of duties and 
warnings about consumer rights: "don’t mislead the consumer into expecting too much" and 
"don’t focus on profit at any expense to the consumer." Alternatively, these can be positively 
worded as "educate the consumer" and "help the consumer," but these entreaties are still 
negative duties, aimed at preventing business from causing harm.
Engineers are limited by organizational positions, but also have the ability to wield 
actually ethical benefit: they can seek to improve the customer’s quality of life through their 
product. A broad-minded engineer can see that meeting a price point while fulfilling a
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genuine need will give the consumers more product than they expected from low-quality, 
insuring that both company and customers benefit significantly from the sale. Excellent, 
surprisingly valuable designs, justify the role of companies as social caretakers. Companies 
that offer these products are benefiting society greatly, using their power to the utilitarian, 
rights, and justice goals, the ethical good expressed in the COP principle.
From the practical aspect of design philosophy, the opportunity to use this power 
should not be passed. Defeaturing does work, but in many cases, despite itself. With a 
holistic, ground-up approach, the opportunity to focus on the customer can be completely 
realized and ethical good can be done. In other words, by supporting ethical engineering 
practice, like that typified by a systems approach, a company can meet and exceed the 
standards put forth by society and ethical standards alike.
7. Conclusion
’’Can designing and manufacturing low-quality products be ethical?" The question 
posed by the title has been answered in a way familiar to ethicists: "Yes, if you go about it 
the right way." Naturally, the difficult part of this analysis is determining the right way. The 
first step towards this goal is to go beyond the overwhelming concern for safety, and sift 
through business practice and literature for the workable definition of quality, "suitability to a 
general task."
From this narrowed perspective, ethical theory can be interpreted to provide one 
imperative, the Consumer Oriented Process, for the responsibility of companies to consumers: 
"to place an increase in the consumer’s quality of life as the primary goal for producing 
products."
Low-quality products are not exempt from this imperative, and in fact, draw ethical 
justification from it. A company can choose to provide low-quality products if they are 
needed for their availability or applicability. Finally, the "right way" to design products is 
inspired by the consumer’s needs and avoids shortcuts or profit-based heuristics.
Therefore, yes, low-quality products can be ethically produced, and if properly 
designed, can substantially better the existence of both producer and consumer.
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